Abstract: In the late nineteenth century, country houses in
The Destruction of the Country House in Ireland, 1879 -1973 DOI: 10.1057 Until the last quarter of the nineteenth century, country houses in Ireland were the physical symbols of the economic, social and political power of the landed class at national and local levels. The same was obviously true of Britain, except that in Ireland from the era of the Land War (1879-1881) country houses were also represented by aspiring Nationalist politicians and agrarian agitators (often one and the same) as symbols of colonial oppression, and their landlord owners as cormorant vipers sucking the lifeblood from the country. Over the following half century or so, the whole fabric of Irish landed society was transformed by economic, social, cultural and political developments, most of which were outside the sphere of influence of Irish landlords. The fall of the landlords, when it came, was symbolised in the large-scale destruction of their country houses. This essay explores the reasons for this destruction, a phenomenon which, of course, was by no means unique to Ireland, but rather part of a much wider phenomenon which affected country houses throughout Britain and wider continental Europe especially in the decades after 1914.
1 By the end of the nineteenth century, some aristocratic landlord families such as the FitzGeralds, Dukes of Leinster, had been in Ireland for over 700 years, having arrived with the first wave of Anglo-Norman settlers in the twelfth century. The Anglo-Normans predominantly confined themselves within a geographical area which became known as the English Pale, 2 and over time replaced the existing Gaelic tenurial arrangements with a feudal system centred upon a manor that eventually evolved into an estate system centred on a country house. Thus, the FitzGeralds who had begun by building a great medieval castle at Maynooth in County Kildare, a symbol of their feudal supremacy, had by the early eighteenth century created a grand Palladian mansion, with all the trappings of aristocratic grandeur, including a magnificent eighteenth-century demesne and Lafranchini-designed stucco interiors. The medieval castle ruins were maintained as a reminder of their ancient lineage.
